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Why is the Mountain Region Unique? 
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Cherokee Basketry  

From Tar Heel Junior Historian 45:1 (fall 2005).  

 

Clockwise from top) Fruit, vase, planter, and sewing baskets made by modern Cherokee 

women in traditional style. Image courtesy of the N.C. Museum of History. 

 

Women in the Eastern Band of Cherokee made these baskets by hand a few years ago for 

the Qualla Arts and Crafts Mutual Inc., a Cherokee-owned and operated cooperative. 

Traditionally, there have been four main stages of basketmaking. First, the artist gathers 

materials—usually rivercane, white oak, honeysuckle, or maple—found in nature. Bark is 

removed, and wood pieces are split and trimmed down. The basketmaker separates the 

splints, the pieces to be used in baskets, in a process called stripping, and scrapes them 

smooth with a knife. Splints can be left natural or colored with dyes drawn from leaves, 

roots, or bark. Common dyes include butternut, walnut, and bloodroot. The basketmaker 

then finally begins weaving. In basic checkerboard construction, a series of side-by-side 

splints create a warp. Weft splints are woven one at a time under and over warp splints. 

Other techniques create diagonal or twilled patterns, or designs. Families may pass down 

dye methods, patterns, and techniques. 



1. Cut the side of the cup into eight
even sections (A).   
2. Cut half-inch-wide strips of
construction paper. 3. Tape a strip INSIDE one of the cup

flaps. Weave the strip in and out of the
other flaps until you get back to the first
one. Tape the strip to that flap again.

Cut off any extra paper (B).  4. Repeat step three with one change:
tape the strip inside a flap NEXT to the

first flap (C). 5. Repeat steps 3 and 4 until you get
near the top of the basket.  Bend the
tops of the flaps out to make a rim. Add

a strip for a handle (D).

What you need
paper cup construction paper
pencil tape
scissors

Weaving a Paper Basket
bottom
of cup

A.
B.

C. D.
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People and Nature: The Great 
Smoky Mountains National Park 
 

 

By Rachel Lanier Taylor* 

Reprinted from Tar Heel Junior Historian 53:1 (Fall 2013). Images may differ from those in the original 

article. 

 

 

hen you close your eyes and think about nature, what comes to mind? Do you see a waterfall 

and mountains, or maybe deer grazing in a meadow? Now, think about what you do not see. 

Are there any houses, cars, or people?  

 

Often, we forget that humans are a part of nature—not apart from it. By examining the history of the 

Great Smoky Mountains National Park, we can see just how difficult it is to separate the history of 

humans from the history of the environment.  

 

The federal government established Great Smoky Mountains National Park in 1934. The park consists of 

over 500,000 acres in Tennessee and western North Carolina. It has become the most popular national 

park. In 2011 more than 9 million visitors came to hike, camp, and take in views of nature, among 

numerous other activities. Such was not always the case. Before the Smokies became a place to visit, they 

served as a home for many people. 

 

Although sometimes national parks can seem like pristine places untouched by humans, this is rarely true. 

People first came across the area that would become the Smoky Mountains park around 8,000 years ago. 

American Indians moved through the region as huntergatherers, and the Cherokee tribe later made the 

Mountains its home. The Cherokee Indians of the Smokies used fire to help prevent larger forest fires and 

the spread of plant disease around their villages. According to ethnographer James Mooney, the Indians’ 

controlled burns helped shape the Smoky Mountains by creating balds—mountain peaks that lack trees 

and other typical vegetation. 

 

Although American Indians who lived there shaped the Smoky Mountain landscape, later European 

settlers proved responsible for much more significant change. For example, timber and pulp companies 

altered parts of the area significantly, cutting through forests with railroads, steam-powered skidders, and 

log loaders. By the 1800s, they were damming rivers and driving wildlife from the tracts they logged. 

Companies that owned land in the Smokies practiced “clear cut and run” operations. This meant that 

workers cut down large “grandfather” trees and dragged them down the mountains, often destroying 

smaller trees in the way. This destructive approach to logging left many mountainsides in the Smokies 

scarred and prone to fires and floods. 

 

The threat of continued forest destruction helped lead to the movement for the first national park in the 

eastern United States, the Great Smoky Mountains. Another reason for the interest in creating the park 
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was the rising popularity and financial success of western national parks, such as Yellowstone and 

Yosemite, which had been established near the end of the 1800s.  

 

In the 1920s and early 1930s, the state governments of Tennessee and North Carolina—as well as 

individuals including Horace Kephart, Laura Thornburgh, W. P. and Anne Davis, Colonel David 

Chapman, and John D. Rockefeller—worked together to raise money to purchase land for the park. They 

believed that a federal park would protect the Mountains and bring tourists, money, and development to 

the region. 

 

Unlike earlier national parks, which were created 

from lands already owned by the federal 

government, the United States had to buy land 

from timber companies and private citizens to 

create the Great Smoky 

Mountains park. More than 1,000 farms, 4,000 

people, and 5,000 lots and summer homes 

existed within the proposed boundaries. 

 

Many families that lived in the Smokies planted 

gardens and supplemented their income by 

selling apples (a big cash crop in the Mountains), 

livestock, wild plants such as ginseng, and even 

bear skins and fat. Some people did not want to 

lose their homes and leave the land that had 

belonged to their families for generations.  

 

One resident of the proposed park area expressed his frustrations to author Laura Thornburgh, who 

recorded his words in her book, The Great Smoky Mountains. The man asserted, “The Park won’t do me 

nor my children a mite of good. They tell me I can’t break a twig, nor pull a flower after there’s a Park. 

Nor can I fish with bait for trout, nor kill a boomer, nor a bear on the land owned by my pap, and 

grandpap and his pap before him . . . I tell ye, I’m agin [sic] the Park.” 

 

In some cases, when people proved unwilling to sell their land, the government had to use eminent 

domain to acquire the land needed for the national park. Eminent domain is the legal power to condemn, 

or take without paying for, privately owned property for a public good. Even facing eminent domain, 

some residents tried to fight the government. Some posted intimidating signs outside their property, and a 

few even threatened government officials with guns. 

 

As the issue of removing families from the proposed park area grew more controversial, the government 

offered leases to residents as a compromise. These leases required people to sell their land to the 

government, but allowed them to live out their lives in the park on the land they once owned. However, 

these residents could no longer use the land as they had before. Under the leases, it was illegal to cut 

timber, hunt, dig for herbs and roots, build new structures, graze animals, and manufacture or sell alcohol. 

Even planting new fields required prior approval. In effect, people could live on their land but not make a 

living from it. 

 

 

Former homes became tourist attractions in the new park, as on this 

postcard. Image courtesy of the North Carolina Museum of History. 



 
 

©2013 North Carolina Museum of History 
Office of Archives and History, N.C. Department of Cultural Resources 

 

These lease requirements made it almost impossible for many families to remain on their farms and 

completely changed their interaction with the natural world around them. Still, some residents managed to 

stay, by breaking the rules of their leases or boosting their income through tourism. 

 

The Walker sisters of Little Greenbriar in Sevier County, Tennessee, offer one of the best examples of 

lifetime residency inside the Great Smoky Mountains National Park. Born between 1870 and 1889, the 

sisters—Margaret, Louisa, Polly, Hettie, Martha, Nancy, and Sarah Caroline—supplemented their 

livelihoods by selling crafts, baked goods, and poems to travelers who visited their cabin. Although they 

benefitted from the tourism that the park created, they did not entirely approve of the approach the 

government had taken. Their view of the coming of the park is represented in this part of Louisa’s poem, 

“My Mountain Home”:  

 

“There is an old weather bettion house 

That stands near a wood 

With an orchard near by it 

For all most one hundred years it has stood. 

 

It was my home from infancy 

It sheltered me in youth 

When I tell you I love it 

I tell you the truth. 

 

For years it has sheltered 

By day and by night 

From the summer sun’s heat 

And the cold winter blight 

. 

But now the park commisioner 

Comes all dressed up so gay 

Saying this old house of yours 

We must now take away. 

 

They coax and they wheedle 

They fret and they bark 

Saying we have to have this place 

For a national park. 

 

For us poor mountain people 

They don’t have a care 

But must a home for 

The wolf the lion and the bear . . . ” 

 

The National Park Service initially burned many homes and barns in the Smokies, hoping to revert the 

area to a pristine wilderness. But this approach changed over time. Several mountain homes—including 

the Walker sisters’ and the Palmer family’s in Cataloochee—survive today. The Cades Cove community 

remains particularly intact. Although the original residents are gone, descendants of those who lived in 

the area that became the national park hold reunions every summer. 
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They remember people who gave up their homes so that the beauty of the Great Smoky Mountains could 

be preserved. The history of the Great Smoky Mountains is defined by humans interacting with nature. 

People have shaped the mountainous landscape, just as the mountains shaped human lives and actions. 

 

 

*Rachel Lanier Taylor, a former education intern at the North Carolina Museum of History, earned her 

M.A. in history from Appalachian State University. Her thesis, “Great Women of the Great Smoky 

Mountains National Park,” focused on the cultural and environmental history of the creation of the park. 

She is a descendant of the Palmer family that resided within the park boundaries. At the time of this 

article’s publication, Taylor was a doctoral student at the University of Washington. 
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